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« Ladiesandgentlemen,hatsoff, please!»
DutchFilm Lecturing
andtheCaseof Cor Schuringl
Schuring belongs to the progressiveparty. He always
walksup and downduring his lecturing.Grader is defi-
nitelyright-wing.He constantlyturnshis backon thepub-
lic to the left-side.Schuringis luxuriantin his comicex-
plications. Grader would be a good chairl1lanof the
C/wmberofDeputiesfor hismodest,quietandcalmgrace.
Schuringspeaksforcefiilly, Gradersoftly.Schuringisfire,
Grader water. Schuring belongs to the modernschool,
Graderc1ingsto thetraditionsof theold guard,especially
when utteringa distinctpronunciationof the Dutch lan-
guage. Schuring is, musicallyspeaking,the major key,
Gradertheminorkey,andbothjind in thepianistBrandès
theirbestmelodyconductor.His accompanimentis sober.
but always appropriate,never blaring. always artistic.
This trio contributesconsiderablyto the successof the
beautifulfilms receivedat theWitte(Cine/na).2
Cor Schuring'ssonLo Schuringremembersbeingtakento thecinemafrom a
youngage.He foundthecritic's remarksquestionablebecause,accordingto him, a
lecturerhad to be an « all-rounder», dealingwith comic films as weIl as with
seriousdramas.A lecturerwasexpectedto be ableto copewith a diversityof filin
genres.
Tbe explicateur.A casestud)'drawn from memories
Early cinemahistory studieshave enhancedom understandingof early film
production,distributionandexhibitionpractices.For onething, silentcinemawas
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lieversilent.Music, speechand evensoundeffectswerean importantaccompani-
mentto earlyfilms. It is appropriateto directattentionto a presencein thehistory
of earlycinemathatwaspredominantlyaura!.The film lecturerlenta voiceto the
soundlesspictureson the screen.He masteredhis taskby adaptingto a varietyof
roles: the «narrator», the «entertainer», the «actor », the «explainer», the
« educator», and the « commentator». In theNetherlands,the film lecturerwas
calledtheexplicateur.
The explicateurwas a sort of oral chameleon,bendinghis voice to express
moods,conunentsand character-lines,respondingto what was occurringon the
screenasweil as in thehouse.The lecturer'sbodilypresencewassurelynoticedby
thespectator,at timesdominantlyso,butmoreoftenforgottenwhile enrapturedby
thefilm stofies.The explicateurperf0fl11edhis workquietlyin thedark.His line of
employmentdisappearedwhenfeatureslengthenedandcinematheatersaspiredtoa
differentstatus.A fugitivefigureis boundto keepsecrets.Preciselyhow theexpli-
cateursworkedand how their audiencesrespondedwill foreverbe locked in the
past.However,it is possibleto constructa hypotheticalframethroughwhich to
resuscitatethis oral presence.This articleattemptsto follow sometracesexempli-
fiedbya casestudycenteringontheexplicateurCor Schuring.
Our evidenceandinterpretationsarebasedupondistinctlydiscretesources.Be-
sidesrelyinguponsuchwrittendocumentsas theearlYfilm tradepress,we draw
largelyon two thick scrapbooksfilled with clippingsand memorabiliain thepos-
sessionof Lo Schuring.He vividly remembershis father'srole in thecinema.Con-
versationswith him providedus with interestingstoriesabouthis father, Cor
Schuring,who workedfor overfifteenyearsasan explicateurin numerousDutch
cinemas.In research,personalmemoriesare easilydisregardedbecauseof their
anecdoctal,nostalgiccharacter.They oftenpresenta particularand coloredview,
full of omissionsand distortions.However,in theirdirectnessandvividness,they
also inform us, notso muchaboutfacts,butaboutexperiences.While this typeof
informationneedsto be confinned,thesememoriesare valid and valuableas re-
sourcespreciselybecausetheypresentan historicalimmediacythatenablesus to
recallatmospheres,sensitivities,andsituations.Personalreminiscencescanprovide
us with detailslost to processedor official documentedsources.Oral historyhas
proveneffective- a complementarymethodbearingfruitful nuances- to inter-
pretingthepast.3 In thisarticle,ourambitionsaremodest.We meanto sharesome
thoughtsand querysomeideasaboutthis phenomenon- the explicateurin the
Netherlands.
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Cor Schuring. TheateJ",Variety, Cinema
Cor Schuringwasbom in Amsterdamon 10January,1880.He startedhis ca-
reerasan actor,perfonningwith variouscompanies.In 1902hechangedtovaude-
ville, amongotherthingshavinganactasan « eccentricconjurer» andtakingpart
in a « jumping-pantomime». Becominga memberof the trio Barry-Barry took
Schuringa11overEurope.In 1906,for example,he performedat thePetit Casino
de Paris as one of the « Jongleursexcentriquesde rAlhambra de Paris ». For a
while, hejoinedFredKarno's companydoinganacttogetherwith CharlieChaplin,
which laterwas repeatedin oneof Chaplin's films,A Night in theShow(Essanay,
1915).Mter his returntoHolland,Schuringwentbackto his theatricalcareerand,
notbcforctoolong,hemadehis film debut.He actedin oneof theearlyDutchfilm
dramasDe ballingen(Nöggerath,1911),appearingwith his futurewife.4
The trio Barry-Barry, Timm Dellebarre, the dog, Cor Schuring.
La Schuring's clipping baak.
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Schuring nt the Ilictures
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ApparentlySchuringestablisheda reputationasan all-round« performer». In
January 1912,he receiveda telegramfrom AlbertsFrères(thebrothersWilly and
Albert Mullens, pioneersof the Dutch cinematrade),inviting him to becomea
lecturer in their cinemaat The Hague (de HaagscheBioscoop).5Schuring re-
spondedaffirmativelyand thus enteredthe professionof explicateur.Schuring
remainedin The Hagueuntil May 1912andthenmovedto thecinemaChicagoin
Nijmegen,whereheworkedfromJuly 1912until February1913.The Chicagowas
clearlyproudof its newexplicateur,andtheChicagoNieuws(its own magazine)
prominentlydisplayedhim in a full pagephotographand in laudatoryproseabout
his lecturing.6Severalfilm programsthatCor Schuringlecturedweredistributedby
JeanDesmet.7
On 14 March, 1913,Schuringestablishedhimself again in Amsterdamand
workedthat year for the Witte Bioscoopsituatedat the Damrak.The « White »
Cinemawasa namefor cinemasthatclaimedto show« innocent»programs.They
wished to attracta wide ranging audience,including children. These cinemas
largelyfollowedthecensorshipdecisionsdeclaredby the CatholicChurch, which
wasstricterthanthecommunalcensor.Actually,theWittenamemeantno sex,but
violencewaspermitted.In thelatterpartof theteens,theWitteat Amsterdam,for
example, even becamea cinema that specializedin action fihns.8 Here Cor
Schuringlecturedtogetherwith a colleagueexplicateur,Jan Grader(seethequote
at thebeginningof this article).At this time Schuringwas possiblyemployedto
lectureat differentcinemas.His explicationaccompaniedthe prestigiousItalian
epic Quo Vadis? (Cines, 1913)althoughit is not clear if this was at the Witte
Bioscoop.
In theperiod 1914-1920,Schuringchangedemployersfrequently,but no exact
datescouldbefoundfor whenheworkedin eachcinema.From April until October
1914,Schuringlived at The Hague,probablyworkingat this timeas a lecturerat
theCinemaMonopole.In OctoberIlJ 15,hesettleddownin Ede, wherehe lectured
at the Militaire Bioscoop,a specialcinemafor soldiers.(During the First World
War, manyyoungDutclunenweremobilizedin anticipationof possibleaction.The
long mobilizationperiodcreatedtensionsandprotestsin generallyanti-militaristic
Holland. The film programsoffered were a welcomediversion.) From Ede,
Schuringmovedto the nearbycity of Wageningen,wherefor awhile he worked
togetherwith Van AalstattheCinemaModernownedby1.Pollak. The tradepaper
De Bioscoop-Courantmadespecialmentionof Cor Schuring'slecturingto thefilm
A1aciste(Itala, 1915).The film was an «enonnous success», and the audience
flockedin « in spiteof thetropicalheat.,,9Later,in 1916,SchuringandVan Aalst
bothlefttheCinemaModern.
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Schuringwentbacktoworkat theWitteBioscoop,butthis timeonesituatedin
Haarlem. He also worked for the Cinema Centraal and subsequentlyfor the
Prinsenbioscoopin Amsterdam.In this period,the Witte Bioscoopshowedmany
musclemen films like the popularMaciste Alpino (Hala, 1916),westerns,and
crime stories.Olher favoriteswere melodramaslike Fiacre Nr. 13 (Ambrosio,
1917),starringHelenaMakowska.Towardtheendof theteens,theWitte showed
manyserials.Each weeka newepisodewould stopat the mostexcitingmoment.
The lecturerhadan importantaskin supportingthisgrowingtension,ensuringthe
audience's returnthefollowingweekin orderto satisfythebusinessinterestsof the
proprietor.
The exhibitorscouldnotshowjust anyfilm theythoughtwould do weil at the
boxoffice.Theyhadtoconsiderlocalcensorship.Lo Schuringsaid:« Nonnally the
films were shown on Thursdayin daytimefor the local censorshipconllnittee.
Cinemaslike theWitteBioscoopdid nottakeon films which theythoughtwerenot
suitedfor theyoung.Frequentlythiswastakentoofar. I evenrecallthattherewas
oneChaplin for oversixteenonly»lO
On 19March, 1920,Schuringbecamebothmanagerandlecturerof theCinema
Empire in The Hague.This combinationof professions- inanager/lecturer- wasat
this time quiteconllnon,especiaIlyin smallertheaters.The ownersof the Witte
Bioscoopin Amsterdam,Mr. Povel and Mr. Van Roycn,also ownedthe Cinema
Empire, andthusoITeredSchuringtheopportunityto transformthis sleepycinema
into a flourishing attraction,which he managedto do. Schuring'sson explained
that this offer was not just a favor but a political move,too. At the time, Cor
Schuringwasknown to be an activememberof theunion for theaterand cinema
employees,evenchairingit for a while. Schuringwasnotafraidto protestagainst
certaincinemaindustrypolitics.Povel and Van Royen,probablygoadedby other
cinemaandtheaterexhibitors,hopedto makeSchuringmeekbyputtinghim under
their obligation.The proprietorsapparentlysucceededin this intention. In the
teens,Schuring had publishedregularlyon mattersconcerningthe abuseof the
trade, within and outsideof the cinema.Tradepaperslike De Bioscoop-Courant
andDe Kinell/atograq(frequentlyprintedhis writingson underpayment,amateur-
ism amonglecturers,film censorshipandthebanningof childrenfrom films that
were too violent,criminalor erotic.However,from around1920,Cor Schuring's
namepracticallydisappearedfromthepresscircuit.Only in oneparticularcasedid
he again intervene.He had an intermediaryrole during a cinemastrike at The
Haguein thetwenties.SchuringJr. recaIls:« ThenLoetBarnstijn[oneof thefierc-
estDutchexhibitionanddistributionmogulsin thetwenties]wantedto "go aboutit
in a heavy-handedway", but my father intervened,and it aIl endedquietly.
Barnstijnneverforgavehim and[orbidaIl his cinemamanagersto employhim ».11
This last episodeand the impliedschemebehindSchuring'smoveto The Hague
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confirmshow muchthepositionof thelecturerin thelateteensandearlytwenties
waspoliticized.12
The Empire,a modestlocalcinema,grewundcrSchuring'smanagementinto a
popltlarplacefor amusement.The cinemadevelopeda vastregularaudience:the
matineeswerealwayssoldoutandthechildren'sprogramswerepacked.The type
of audienceschangedconsiderablyeveryfewdays.Accordingto Lo Schuring,« On
WednesdayandThursdaythecivil servantswouldcomein, buton Friday, Saturday
and Sundaya rougheraudiencewouldvisit thetheater.One lookedeachotherup
on specificdays,peopledid notminglethateasy».13In thetwoyearsthatSchuring
rantheCinemaEmpirehesilOwedvariousfilms similarto thetypeof films offered
at the Witte Bioscoopin Amsterdam.His programsincludcd manyaction films
with DouglasFairbanks,Eddie Polo, W.S. Hart and Elmo Lincoln and comedies
with EddieandLee.14
The screenwasnotalwayspopulatedby theseall-Americanheroes.From time
to time,a Dutchfilm productionwasprominentin thecinemas.Beginning29 Sep-
tember,1921,theCinemaEmpireshoweda re-releaseof Op Hoop vanZegen(The
Good Hope, Hollandia, 1918).Op Hoop vanZegenwasa film basedupona well-
known socialanddramatictheaterpieceby HermanHe~iennans.EstherDe Boer-
van Rijk perf0fl11edthepartof Kniertje,theold fishennan'swidow,who losesher
lasttwo sonsto thecruelfateinflictedby thesea.Just as EstherDe Boer-vanRijk
had donea hundredtimeson the stage,shemovedtheaudiencewith her acting.
The film, a Hollandiaproductionby MauritsBinger, ran for a long time after its
flrst releasein October1918.Evidentlyboththeexhibitorsandtheaudienceenor-
mouslyappreciatedthe film. The HaagscheCourant,a newspaperthat nonnally
only placedadvertisementsfor thecinemaand reviewedno film programs,dedi-
catedin this caselaudatorylines to thepresentationof this « classic» at theEm-
pire:
Thisjilm waitedfor its re-releasein orderto makea newtriumphant
march throughtheNetherland~.(...) They (theactors) live in sur-
rOllndingssofamiliar to liShereGlui.in a storyof rare tragedy.por-
tray thedangerolIsGluidifficlilt livesofjishermen.Themanagement
of theEmpire has doneweil in bringingthis beautifuljilm back to
theirrepertoire.It is ajilm 050 sllitablefor lecturing,andit will enjoy
mllchsatisfactionji-omit.15
For healthreasons,Cor Schuringhadbeenobligedto leavetheEmpire aroUild
April in 1922.He wenton lecturingin cinemaselsewhere,mainly in the southof
the country- Tilburg and Oisterwijk.Here,however,he had no longlastingsuc-
cess.In this period,religioussegregationruledtheNethcrlands,and this had ad-
verse effectson some lecturers'carecrs,particularlyin the Catholic south. Lo
Schuringrcmembers:« Onedaya priestcametoourhomeandurgedthefamily to
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becomeCatholic.For it was Catholicmoneythatran this business[this cinema].
The priestsaid,"we Call1lotpermitit thatoneof our employeesis not Catholic"...
My fatheranswcrcd,"I wantmy wife and childrento havethe libertyto choose
theirreligion".This response,of course,costhim hisjob». 16
Finally, andfor quiteawhile,Cor Schuringwasemployedat theLuxor theater
in The Hague.At this popularcinema,Schuringlecturedwith various so-called
« Jordaan-films ». Thesefilmswerestagedafter favoritepopulartheatercomedies.
Most of the storiesweresetin the Jordaan,alocal commonareaof Amsterdam.
The stageactorswouldoftenperformasweil in thefilm versions.Due to his Am-
sterdambackground,Schuringwas extremelyweil equipedto lecturewith these
films and to performthe typical« Jordanese»(partlyYiddish) humor.The film
showswereofteninterruptedby « live» performancesgivenby artistsalsoappear-
ing on thescreen.The popltlarvaudevilleactressAdriënneSolserhadgreatsuccess
with these« doubleacts». The screeningof thefilm De Jantjes (TheBluejackeis,
Hollandia, 1922),for example,wasstoppedseveraltimesto changeits presentation
fromfilm to stage.The popularsongsof thestageversionwouldbeperformedlive.
This combinationof varietyand film provedto be sucha successthatDe Jantjes
,hadto beprolongedfor severalweeks.Quitea numberof theregularvisitorswere
happyto comebackagainand seethe sameshow.Apart from De Jantjes, other
popltlarfilms were: BleekeBet (Pallid Bet5Y,ActueelFilm, 1923),Oranje Hein
(Orange Harry, ActueelFilm, 1925)and Mottige Janus (Pock-markedJohnny,
Hollandia, 1922).When the film Oranje Hein was shown,therewas evenan or-
chestrapresent,and it wascustomarywith all thefilms for theaudienceto cheer-
fully singalongwith theartists.17
11leold mankepthis contactswith theworldofvariety and thewild
amusementlife that wenton in thoseyears. There were wrestling
gamesin thecinemaswherehe perfom/ed.Another attractionwas
The Living Aquarium,wherea /llan swallowedfrogs andjishes and
spat themout aflerwards.This he did as an intermezzo,in between
twofilms. A~vJather in the twentiesbecameGIl actor again (on the
stage), togetherwith Charles Braakensiek.also a famous lecturer
from theteens,andJules Verstraeten.18
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Johan Elsensohn and Maurits de Vries in De Jantjes (The Bluejackets, Maurits
Binger and BE Doxat-Pratt, Hollandia, 1922)
When soundfilm arrived,Schuringrealizedthathis daysas a cinemalecturer
weredefinitelyover.Lecturersand musicianswereno longerneededand had to
developcareersin otherdirections.Apart from thetheaterand thefilm, Schuring
had alwaysliked thecircus.After variousminor initiativcsin theaterand varicty
productionsand after a brief conncctionwith the circus Olympiade in 1928,
SchuringeventuallyjoinedthecircusStrassburger(probablyin 1936).This circus
puton theirshowsattheCarrétheaterin Amsterdam,whichwaspurposelybuilt as
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a wintercircus.Cor Schuringworkedfor theStrassburgerastheringmaster,in fact
notdissimilarfromhis trackasa lecturer.At thesametime,healsoperformedasa
ringmasterat circusSarrasani,but it is unclearexactlywhen. Schuringremained
ringmasteratStrassburger,latercalledMikkenie-Strassburger,unti11954,whenhe
retired.Cor Schuringdiedon 29March, 1962.19
Schuring's Lecturing
On 13 March, 1913,a civil servantat AmsterdamregisteredSchuring as
« Explainer Cinema-theater}}.Although in a literary sense,«lecturer}}means
« explainer}},Schuring'ssonsaysthisdescriptionis incorrect:« A lecturerdid not
haveto explainanything.Mostly hejust personifiedthecharactersrepresentedon
thewhitescreenby imitatingtheirvoicessynchronouslywith the images.The lec-
turerdid notexplicatewhathesawor whattheactorsdid}).20
With comedieshe seldomspoke.with C/wrlie ChapIinfilms he ut-
teredat the//losta rare «Aha! ». Wilh documentariesdescribedas
« nature-films». andnewsreels.therewasno lecturingat 01/. A1usic
was lIsed 10 expressemotionsor even increase them. What was
c/earlyshownon Ihe screendid nol needfilrther explanationin the
cinemahal/.21
Clearly Lo Schuringexpresseshereonly oneopinion.Other lecturershad dif-
ferentviewsandofferedcommentsandexplanations.
A testimonyof filmgoingin theteenssuggeststhatDutchspectatorsat thattime
badly neededlecturers.Now in her nineties,Mrs. B. van Royen-Fontaine,the
daughter-in-lawof thefirst OWl1erof theWitteBioscoopat Amsterdam,Mr. G. van
Royen,recallshow shealreadyvisitedtheWitteBioscoopin herchildhood,before
andduringtheFirst World War. One of thereasonsthatsheattendedthis cinema,
shesays,wasthepleasantlecturing.SheremembersSchuringwelcominghis audi-
encewith: « Ladies and gentlemen,hatsoff, please». Contraryto this, the Pathé
cinemaat theKalverstraatheldbadmemoriesfor herbecausein this theaterthere
wasno 1ecturingat all: « We did notunderstanda thing of it }).22Pathéabolished
all 1ecturingfrom their theaters.When the AmsterdamPathétheateropenedin
1911,no lecturerwaspresent;instead,thefilms wereaccompaniedby a small or-
chestracOllductedby Mr. N. Snoeck,23Still, the spectatorswho especiallyvisited
the smallercinemashad difficultieswith the hugenumberof foreign films that
floodedtheDutch screens.They demandedadaptations- a « trallslation» in their
ownculture,theirownlanguageor eventheirowndialect.241tshouldbeunderstood
thatsincecinema'sarrival,thefilms offeredin Dutchtheatersweremainlyforeign.
Dutch film productionneverachieveddominance,althoughsomeDutch feature
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films anddocumentarieshadgreatimpact.Foreigncultureswerefor manynotyet
familiar. In thosedays,going « abroad» was, for largegroupsof peoplestill so-
cially and financiallyunattainable.Even to manymiddle-classcinemavisitors of
provincial towns,Amsterdamwas considered« abroad».25 Only the top layersof
societytravelledeasilyacrossborders.For manypeople,the imageof « abroad»
was not basedon personalexperienceand thereforecould be a ratherdetached
vision, morea fiction thana fact. Thus, the cinemawas an importantsourceof
infonnationaboutforeigncountriesandnotjust in travelfilms andnewsreels,but
also in fiction films thatshoweddifferentvaluesandcultures,differentactingtra-
ditionsand,throughshotson locations,differentsurroundings.2ÓLastly,oneshould
notforgetthatin this period,in spiteof thestabilizationoccurringafterthe intro-
ductionof theobligatoryprimaryschool,illiteracywasstill an obstaclefor certain
spectators.Spectatorswho haddifficultiesreadingtheintertitIesneededtheexpla-
nationevenmorewhenintertitlesbecamelongerandmorefrequent.
Althoughonelecturerpershowwasnonnal,it wasnotunusualto haveseveral.
The Witte Bioscoop,both with thepresentationof Cabiria (Itala, 1914)in 1915
andwith l\1acistein 1916,hadthreedifferentlecturersaccompanyingthefilm: De
Munck, De Vos and Van Dijk. As mentionedearlier, Cor Schuringworked on
variousoccasionstogetherwithanotherlecturer.27
Schuringpresentedhimselfin a modestpositionwhenhe lectured.Neitherhe
nor themusician(s)werein thespotlights.He of1enstoodat thesideof thescreen.
This could be for practicaI reasons,sincethe lecturersomctimeswould have to
createsoundeffects.Lightningwasimitatedon a zinc plate;an electricbell served
asa telephoneor a doorbelI;anda clapperwasusedfor gunshots.While lecturing,
Schuringwouldwalk upanddownthegangwayandalsothroughtheauditorium.
Onee,}I'hena Bibliealfilm wasshown(The Sign of The Cross?),he
wasquietlywalkingupanddownwithoutwatehingthescreen.ft was
the last nightof theprojectionof thisfilm. He had seenit over and
over again Gluiknewit by heart.He arrivedat his closing words:
And it happenedin thosedays,thatanorderwassentoutby theEI1l-
peror Augustus,thatthewholeearthshouldbe described.Theaudi-
eneestoodupsilent~yGlulleft thetheateras ij leavinga ehureh.Nfy
old manturnedaroundGlui,to his greatastonishment,sawthat the
film wasnotyetover,butstill slowlyrunningto itsend.28
ThelostExplicateur
Sincethebeginningof cinemain 1895,films havebeenaccompaniedby words,
utteredto announcethefilm's attractionsandto explicatethesilentpictures.The
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brothersWilly andAlbertMullens (AlbertFrères)wereamongthepioneersin the
Netherlandswho presentedthewondersof theCinematograph.They initially trav-
elledaroUlldHollandandBelgiumexhibitingfilmson kermissesandatfairs. In the
summerof 1905,theytook their ambulatoryfilm showto openthe seasonof the
OlympiaPalace,in theDutchseasideresortZandvoort.The localpressremarked:
ThebusinessA/bert Frères hasgattenfar with itspictures.Thepro-
jectiol1sare infocus andtheshadeof co/arsare deal' andneatwith
magniflcenttinting.Theeffectis surprising/yp/easingto theeyebut
the ear is notforgottenbecausewith the imageone of theA/berts
givesa niceandaftenhumomusexplication.29
Cor Schuring,whowasappointedby AlbertsFrèresin his first employmentasa
film lecturer,wouldwork in thisprofessionuntilweil intothe 1920s.
For thirtyyearstheexplicateurwasa commonpresencein theDutchfilm trade.
Strangelyenough,this significantfigureleftonlya slight trace.Up until now, few
studiesin thc Netherlandswereconcernedwith the specificrole of the film lec-
turer.30One reasonfor thefadingof theexplicateur'sprominencelaysin theshort-
age of (rcliablc) literatureon early Dutch cinemapractices.For example,little
infonnationexistsaboutthepositionof theexplicateurin the travellingcinemas.
The first filmjournals appearedonlyabout1910,andnotall issuessurvived.Local
newspapcrs,if scarchedmeticulously,surelywould offer extendedinsights. Na-
tional newspapersregularlyprintedadvertisementsbut few reviewedfilm shows.
Furthennore,thepressseldomdevotedexplicitaccountsof the lecturer'srole. The
tradepapers,apartfrom printingannouncementsandads,focusedmainlyon mat-
tersof the industry'sbusinessor on thecontentof film programsand lateron the
performancesand lives of film actors.The explicateur'spresenceis frequently
remarkcduponbut oftenin one line sentencesto theeffectof « the lecturingwas
goodagain».
Otherreasonsfor theexplicateur'selusivenesslay in his deliberate rasurefrom
film presentationswhennewdevelopmentscausedchange.The explicateurwas in
parta victim ofthe emergenceoffeature-lengthfilms in which storiesbecameever
moreself-contained.Audiencesacquireddifferenttastesandno longerneededthe
guidanceof a film explainer.Citieshousedlargerandclassiercinemas.The expli-
cateursweremaderedundantanddisappearedfrom thesitesof themorefashion-
ablecinematheaters.To accompanythe silentfeatures,the proprietorsemployed
insteadsmallor largeorchestras.With thearrivalof soundfilm, lecturingbecame
anoutmodedtraditionlinkedwith a« primitive» periodbestforgotten.
We would like to suggestanotherdimensionto theexplicateur's« invisibility».
The verysingularityof his professioncontributedto his obliteration.The film lec-
turer had primarily an aura1 status;he was moreheardthan seen.His physical
presencewasdominatedby theskilledvarietyin whichheusedhis voice.His per-
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formancewas everysingletime a uniquepresentation,verymuch like an actor's
performancein the theater.However,unlike theactorwho stoodin the spotlight
andgottheaudience'sfuIl attention,theexplicateurwasstandingin thedark,giv-
ing lip serviceto thestoriesandcharacterson thescreen.Certainexplicateurswere
popular,andtheaudiencereturnedespeciallyfor theirtypeof lecturing.But seldom
was he regardeda starin theway thatfilm actorswereidolizedand subsequently
promotedby the cinemaindustry.Apart from someexceptions,the explicateur's
namerarelyappearedin film programsor on film announcements.31His role in the
cinemaincreasinglybecamefirsta matterof factpartof theoverallexperienceand
latermoreof an outdatedhindrance.A portionof silentfilms survivedand canbe
screenedeventoday.The actorsandpeoplein thepicturesbecomeonceagainvery
muchalive.The explicateur'spresencediedwith his trade.He mostliteraIlystayed
behindin thedark.
Tbe explicateur:a )u·ofession
The taskof an explicateurwasneverclearlydefined.Advertisementsplacedby
lecturerslooking for work and theaterdirectorsoffering a position emphasized
qualitiesthatin generalreferredmoreto theimportanceof an impeccablecharacter
thantospecificprofessionalskiIls. In themajorDutchfilm journalsfrom theteens,
the samewords frequentlyrecurred:«civilized », «competent», « respectable»,
and« trustworthy».32However,indicationsaboutskiIls weregivenin phraseslike:
« calmandclearexplanation,» « gooddiction» experiencedin modernlanguages,
and «familiar with theateractivities». The explicateurhad to be flexible and
adaptable,changinghis modeof speechseveraltimesduringtheentiretyof a film
program.The audiencewaspresentedwith a diverseseriesof films containing,for
example,a documcntaryor a newsfilm, a comedy,anda drama.Furthennore,the
explicateurhad to adapthis lecturingstyleto suit differentgenres.A suspenseful
serial, a throw and fling slapstick,an historicalcostumedramaor a moral tear-
jerker aIl demandedvariedmeansof delivery.At thesametime,he had to adjust
thedirectionin his lecturingwhilejudginghisaudiences'responses.
A witty and CÎl'ilized explicateur,sueh as, for example,lviister
Alberts (lVi/~yAfullens),knowshownowamlagainandunexpectedly
to bring thosewhoare tooeasi~yimpressedwiththepicturesbackto
reality. fYithonesinglewordspokenin his owncharaeteristicnice,
wilty, solemnw~y,he mQ/1Ggesto makethepaekedhouse in the
bui/dingofArts andSciencesburstinto/aughter.33
The explicateurprofessionalizedhis personallecturingstylethroughprepara-
tion andpractice.At timesa prefabricatedeliveryaddedan artistictouch:« The
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prettyverse,which Mr. Alberts(Willy Mullens) hasmadeon whathappened,and
which he recitesduring the variousscenes,contributesmuch to the success».34
There was not alWéIYstime[or theexplicateurto seethe films in advancewhich
meanthe had to rely cntirelyon his talentfor improvisation.This skill was also
neededto avoid restlessnessduring unforeseenintervals,such as, for example,
whenthefilm stripbrokeandsuddenlythescreenwentblank.35The dominantpart
of thelecturer's taskwastakenupby speechbutoccasionallyhemadeuseof sound
effects.As one critic reviewinga comedysaid:« It was neverreally clear if the
audiencehad morerun with the hilariouscapricesthatglidedover the screen,or
with the unsurpassableway with which, for example,the partysoundswere imi-
tated».36
In theteens,Dutchmovietheaterswerere[erredto as « popular» and « elite»
cinemas.Popltlar theatersweresituatedin local neighborhoodsand attendedby
commonpeople.Elite cinemaswere moreupscalevenuesthat attracteda more
bourgeoisaudience.The film programseachofferedwereaccordinglydifferentat
meetingthe public's taste,and the explicateursadaptedtheir lecturingto these
particularpre[erences.The « respectable» correspondentsin thetradepaperswere
inclinedtoacclaima civilizedandmodestlecturingstylewhile protestingagainsta
tooexuberantor philistineexplication37Theypreferreda naturalwayof speaking,
weil articulated,and sparingin words.The explicateurshouldexpressthe right
atmospherewithoutexaggeration.The useo[ roughlanguagewasfcondemned.Cor
Schuringthoughtthccriticstoofret[ul:
Do you think the expression« Harridan » in a comic numbertoo
thick?It is a commonenoughexpression,andI COl~ressto haveusal
evenstrongertermswhentalking abouta snappishmother-in-Iaw;
weil, ifyou haveoneyourself,you will knowthatonecangetworked
upaboutsOl/lethinglike that.38
Peoplevisitingthe« popular» cinemasdid notminda morelively speechwith
occasionalloudnessanddoubleentendres.39
In this article,we focuson theexplicat~urworking in theregularcinemacir-
cuit. In the Netherlands,however,severalspecialbranchesof cinemaexhibition
existcd.Thesewcrc mostlynon-commercialenterpriseswheretheexplicateurhad
to educatchis audicnceor propagatean attitudetowardlife. Dutch societywas
organizedin a systemwherepillars of religiousand socio-politica1groupsall de-
mandedregulatcdreprescntationsin any importantaspectof the cultural arena.
Whcn Cor Schuringmovcdto thesouthto lecturein Tilburg, thcwholc[amilywas
pressedto becomcCatholic.The SalvationArmy hadtheirown Bioscoop-Brigade
(CinemaLeague)showingfilms to plcadtheircause.In 1918,theSchoolBioscoop
(SchoolCinema)waserected.A bookby its founderDavid van Staverenstressed
that the explicateurhad to be a « schoolmaster», an « organizer», a « civilized
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man» a « gooddeclaimer», anda « hygienicspeaker». The explicationwith the
films « shouldneverbe "heavy-handed"or "Iearned", but alwayslively and at-
tractive».40His initiativewasfollowedin 1920by thefoundationof theOndenvijs
en Jeugd Bioscoop (Educationand Y outh Cinema)where films, besidesbeing
instructive,shouldinstigategoodmorals.41In addition,someregularcinemapro-
prietorswerepraisedfor offeringentertainmentasweil aseducation:
It takesmuchpedagogicalinsightto constant~yassuregood reslilts
with theprogramchoice.The intentionis to keeptheyouthspleas-
urably busywith imagessuitablefor themandfrom whichtheycan
leam somethingas weil... Luckily themanagementexercisesexqui-
site enlightel1lJ/entin theirchoiceoffilms, whilean animatedand a
pithy explicationaccompaniesthefilms.42
Earlier in this article,we havealreadyreferredto theviews heldby the Witte
Bioscoop (the White 'Catholic' Cinemas).Another type of Youth Cinema was
providedby theRoodeBioscoop(RedCinema),whosegeneralaim it was to show
artistic featureswith a predominantlysocialisttendency.They organizedspecial
children'sfilm programswith explication.
Whichevertypeof cinemaandwhateverfilm programswereoffered,theexpli-
cateuralsohadhis ownexplicationpreferencesandspecificlecturingstylesthathe
haddevelopedovertheyears.
An absentllresence
Modernviewingexperienceswouldletusbelievethattheexplicateur'spresence
wasat itsbestwhenhardlynoticeable.The « classic» film spectatorliked to retrcat
into anotherworld, forget the actualenvironment,and emcrgein an imaginary
continuumrcpresentedon thescreen.The earlycinemaspectatorwOlildhavehada
differentexperiencein which theapparentbodilypresenceof theexplicateurwas
not necessarilyregardedas disturbing.The Dlitch cinemawas in morethan one
wayconnectedwith relatedformsof entertainmentsuchasvarietyandthepopular
theater.43Not only werefilm exhibitionsscreeningsof a seriesof films accompa-
nied by live music and live explication,but theywerealso intertwinedwith live
performancesand musicalinterludes.Audiences,therefore,were accustomedto
shifting their attentionfrom screento stage,from the illusory presenceof film
charactersto therealpresenceof theperformer,themusicianandtheexplicateur.
Furthennore,being at the movieswas a muchmoresociableexperience.It was
quitecommonfor peopleto talk,eat,smokeor drink duringthefilm program.44In
sucha garrulousenvironment,thephysicalpresenceof the explicateurmight not
havebeena disturbingfeatureatallo
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Nevertheless,thefilm presentationwasa decidedlydifferentkind of experience
than attendinga theaterplay. The audiencewishedto absorbthe film pictures,
helpedby thewordsof theexplicateur,whoserolewas to revealand mediatethe
film's bearingwithoutdrawingexplicitattentionto his visualpresence.45The oral
explicatiol1hadtogivefull playtothefilm images.The audiencewasengagedwith
theactorson thescreenand,assuch,notwith theexplicateurin theauditorium.Of
course,thespectatorwouldwitnesstheexplicateur'spresencefromtimetotimebut
only in brief glances.S/hewantedto follow the developmentof the film as illus-
tratedon thescreen.Hereinwe canfind an importantdifferencebetweenthe early
cinemaexperienceandthepresentationsof magiclanternshows.The lanternlec-
tureris oftenregardedas theputativeorigin ofthe film explicateur,exceptthatthe
lanternlecturertalkedto a seriesof « static» imagesthatwereheld on screenfor
theperiodin which heconveyedhis stories.The lanternlecturertalkedpractically
continuouslywhereasthe explicateuraddedspeechhereand there.The lantern
lecturerwasmoreof an elocutionistor a showman.The magiclanternpresentation
allowedthespectatorto shiftfreelyhis attentionfromthescreento thelectUJerand
viceversa.The spectatorknewthatin returninghis/hergazeto thescreenthesame
imagewouldstill bethere,ands/hewasconfidentthatthelecturerwouldmmounce
a changeto the nextslide.The projectionof film imagesis essentiallydifferent.
Not withoutreasonis cinemaattendancereferredto as goingto seethe « moving
pictures». The imageis constantlychanging,andin orderto experiencetheentire
film, thespectatoris boundtowatchthescreenmorecontinuously.It wastheexpli-
cateur'svoiceaddressingthespectator'shearingthatdominatedthefilm lecturing
andnothisbodilyappearance.46
Thc Im"cof thc Voicc
The voice was the explicateur's most precious instrument. His
« presentational» qualitieslay in theway in which heusedhis voice- thevariety
of his intonationsand modulations,theexpressivenessin the dialogues,the regu-
lateddictionin howto saythingsandwhen,andknowingat which momentsto be
silent.A shifting rangeof differencesin atmosphere,feelings,and thedeliveryof
interestingdetailsin infonnationwereall givenutterance.Cor Schuringstressed
this importantaspectof his métier:«The first requirementis to havevocals, a
voicewhich canasclearlyexpressthesoftsoundof a child, thesorrowof a father,
or the angerof a madman».47 Lo Schuringrememberedhow preciousthe,vocal
cordswereto his father.Cor Schuringtookextracareof his throat,exercisingit
and avoidingany risk of gettinga cold.48The explicateur'svoicehadto verbalize
whatthecharactersmimickedon thescreen:«The art of becominga goodexpli-
cateurcanonlybefoundin thewayin whichoneis ableto identifyoneselfwiththe
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role(s)expressedby the film actors».49CharlesBraakensiek,a popularfilm lec-
turer,wasadmiredfor his tastefuldramatizationsandoralpersonifications:
(Braakensiek)motivateseverygesture,everymovementby distending
or restraininghis voice, thusbyforce of expressionand intonatiol1.
And he does this with so much conviction,completelyidentifYing
himselfwith thecharacter,thatthepublic is deeplyimpressed.And
thedramaisferventlysympathizedwith,in sucha wayI havenever
seen- andhem-d- sympathy.50
This dialogtletypeof explicationwasoftendeliveredin directspeech,enhanc-
ing the spectator'sempathyfor and identificationwith the representedworld on
film.
Anotherform of explicationhelpedtheaudienceto understandwhatwasvisu-
alized on the screen.In the Netherlands,the explicateurwas also known as the
filmuitlegger (film explainer).Othertermsfrequentlyusedin theDutch tradepa-
pers of the teensare toelichten(elucidate)and verklaren(conunent).The expli-
cateur addedcohesionto the film storiesand enhancedthe alldience'scompre-
hension, «The explanation(...) does not just leave enough space for the
imaginationof the spectator,but it is as weil the guiding principle necessaryto
grasptheintrigue,tounderstand,andthereforebeableto takein, thecontentof the
film completely».51However,this affinnation that the explicateurfulfilled an
importantguiding role also raisedquestionmarks abouthis responsibilitiesin
moralmatters.Film censorship wasa strongissuein theNetherlands,andthis was
expressedin manyfiercediscussionsin thetradepressof the teens.52Films were
oftenthoughttobetooviolent,toocormpt,or toosex)'by « middleclasscustodians
of morals»:
The censorsmeantto expelfrolll theprogramsthe sensuous,the
gruesome,thesensational,or at least,theytriedto minimizeit. This
is madepossibIein enfarcingcutssooneshouldfeel atease.Bul now
thereis a chancethat theexplicateur,with his speech,his indica-
tions,hisjokes mayyet again lead theattentionta thosedangerous
points that the audience's film censorshavecarefiilly tried to sur-
press. Or. thelecluringraisesthetensionartificially, and lhe sensa-
tional isyetagainput in theforegraund.53
The enforcedcontrolof institutionalizedfilm censorshipwas not so easilyex-
tendedto mling overtheintrinsicflexibilityof theexplication.The authoritywith
which theexplicateurusedhis speechhowevercouldbendeitherwayand,accord-
ingly, hewasattackedfor his « misleadingandincitingspeech»or praisedfor his
civilizedandmodellecturing.
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Researchinto lhe role of the explicateursin the Dutch cinemahas uncovered
the explicateur's importance.Film lecturingwas a momentaryoral profession
leavingfew tangibletraces.Explicatiol1wassupplementary,if notsubordinated,to
thefilms' visuals.Yet, theexplicateurwasdistinctivelyfeaturedin theNetherlands
and,he hadan essentialrole in theoverallfihngoingexperience.The explicateur
waspresentduringtheentiresilentfilm period,eventhoughtheprofessionfaceda
noticeabledeclineat theendof theteens.The factthatby thenthe nationaltrade
paperswrote less aboutthe explicateurscan be partiallyexplainedby their pre-
dominantoccupationwith whatwas goingon in themajorcitiesand largercine-
mas.The explicateurscontinuedto work in smallerlocal cinemasuntil thearrival
of « talkingpictures».
This article tracessomecharacteristicfeaturesof the explicateur's role and
status.The casestudyof Cor Schuring,which wasmainlybasedupon information
gatheredby interviewsanda scrapbookof clippings,presentsa personalhistoryof
an explicateur.Schuringcamefrom a varielyandtheaterbackground,a typically
Dutchconncctionsharcdwith otherexplicateurs.Schuring'scaseshowshis politi-
cal rolewithin thecinematradeandstressestheexplicitdemandfor socialflexibil-
ity andadaptabilityin managinglecturingskills. Cor Schuringfrequentlychanged
employmcnt,regularlymovingfrom one town to ~\l1other.In his profession,he
adjustcdhis lecturingto diversegenres,roles and audiences.Schuringendedhis
carecrasa circusringmasterinvitingattention for thespectacular.The rcappearing
explicateurappealsfor recognitionof theaudibilityof silentcinema.
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Aux Pays-Bas,on appelaitle bonimenteurdefilm I 'explicateuret il a étéprésent
dansles sal/esde cinémajusqu'à I 'arrivéedu cinémasonore.Cet article tente de
retrouvereet artistede I 'oral, et par là mêmeinsaisissable,à traversquelques
tracesdestrait caractéristiquesdesonróle etdesonstatut.11 estiIIustrépar une
étudede cas sur un explicateurnéerlandais,Cor Schuring,baséeprincipate11lent
sur desentretiensavecsonfits et sur un albumde coupuresdepresse.Schuring
venaitdes variétéset du thédtre,et ce parcours, typiquementnéerlandais,était
celuidebiend'autresexplicateurs.L 'exempledeSchuring11l0ntrel rólepolitique
dece dernierdansle commercedu cinél1laetfait ressortirla del1landexpticitede
flexibilité socialeetd'adaptationdansla gestiondestechniquesdecOl1ll1lentaire.
